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Summary: Aaron is a reluctant superhero. Robert is an ambitious 
low-level supervillain. Together, they work to bring down the head of 
the nefarious White family. [Superhero AU; Multi-chapter, 
in-progress . ] 


1 . Chapter 1 

_**Notes:** All I could think when Robert did his whole mirror 
routine in Thursday's episodes was that it was a shame he didn't have 
a moustache to twirl, just to hammer the point home some more. 
Superhero/supervillain AU thus ensued. _ 

_This is very loosely inspired by/a fusion of the Venture Bros, 
setting, in that Robert belongs to the Guild of Calamitous Intent 
(which here has various local branches, it's worldwide on the show, 
as far as I can tell), because I love the Venture Bros, approach to 
superheroes and, especially, supervillains. The Guild is an 
organisation of supervillains, who seem to largely treat villainy as 
a regular day job, and there's tonnes of bureaucracy, and lots of 
rules and regulations governing their behaviour. The Guild also 
approves superheroes to be assigned supervillains, and provides 
benefits, support etc. to the villains. (No Venture Bros, characters 
involved, though, just Emmerdale. )_ 

_The heroes on the show don't seem to have an analogous organisation, 
but they have one here: the League. _ 

>-<p> 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>-<br>The crunch of footsteps approaching across the gravelled 
garage forecourt distracts Aaron from his reading, and he looks up 
from his magazine as an unfamiliar man draws near: tall and slim, 
with a mop of wind-swept blond hair. 



"I'll be with you in a minute," Aaron calls out as he searches around 
for a patch of space amongst all the random papers and assorted car 
parts piled on top of the counter beside him that might be large 
enough to safely set down his mug. 

"You go ahead and finish your tea," the man calls back. "No need to 
rush . " 

Aaron cranes his neck until the full sweep of the forecourt comes 
into view. As he'd suspected, he sees only the car he'd been working 
on before taking his break and no sign of the man's own vehicle, 
either there or a€" he cranes a little further a€" on the street 
beyond . 

And the man certainly doesn't appear as though he's troubled by 
thoughts of sticky brakes or that strange screeching noise that his 
fan belt's making every time he turns a corner. He wanders back and 
forth, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of the slightly 
too-tight trousers of his expensive-looking blue suit, examining 
every inch of the garage with a careful eye. He looks more like a 
tourist taking in the sights, though Aaron can't imagine that _Dingle 
and Dingle Automotives_ has ever been touted in any guide to 
Yorkshire as one of the Dales' must-see attractions. 

As Aaron downs the last, tepid dregs of his tea, the man finishes his 
inspection and then strides towards him, coming to a halt only when 
he's so close that Aaron can smell his aftershave a€" something light 
and faintly spiced which probably cost just as much as his fancy suit 
a€" and hear that he's breathing a little more heavily than his 
gentle strolling about would seem to account for. 

Aaron takes a couple of steps away from the man, putting a more 
comfortable distance between them. "Can I help you, mate?" 

The man rocks back on his heels, glances around once more with a 
small smile. "I used to work here," he says. 

"Yeah?" A nostalgic tour makes a little more sense. 

"About ten years ago now." 

"Bit before my time." 

"Didn't think you'd remember me, but you'll have heard of me," the 
man says, his smile broadening. "I'm Robert Sugden." He gives Aaron a 
significant look as he says the name, as though it should mean 
something to him. 

Which it does, though nothing so profound as to merit the portentous 
tone of Robert's voice. "Vic and Andy's brother, right?" he says. 

"You visiting them?" 

"No, I've moved back here. My fiancA©e's family's bought Home Farm." 
Robert sidles towards him again. "And, you know, I've been assigned 
as your Arch." 

"My what?" Aaron asks, puzzled. 

"Your Arch, " Robert says slowly, because, of course, repeating the 



same thing at half the speed explains _everything_. 

"Sorry, you've lost me, mate." 

"Archenemy?" Robert blinks at him, head canted at a quizzical angle. 
"You are Aaron Livesy, right? The mechanic?" 

Aaron nods. "Well, I'm_ a_ mechanic, " he says. "Was it the garage or 
the coveralls that gave it away?" 

"I didn't mean..." Robert pinches the bridge of his nose between his 
thumb and forefinger, suggesting he may have a headache building. 

"Are you _The Mechanic_? The" a€" his voice drops, barely more than 
mouthing the last word a€" "superhero?" 

"Oh," Aaron says. "_That_. " 

His mum had urged him to join the League when he was a teenager, 
thinking that taking part in the organised thuggery of superheroing 
would help keep him out of trouble; that he could work out his 
frustrations with state-sanctioned violence. 

Aaron had stopped a few muggings in Rotten, attended a couple of 
meetings, but after the League higher-ups began pressing him to 
choose a costume, carry a grappling hook and wear a fucking _cape_, 
it got a bit too ridiculous for him and he gave it all up as a bad 
idea . 

He still pays his dues, though, makes sure he stays on the their 
roster, because League membership can be very useful. Say, just by 
way of example, your uncle's garage mysteriously catches on fire, 
then one flash of a League card and a vague mention of supervillains 
later, and the police are shaking your hand, thanking you for your 
service to the country, and the whole thing can be safely swept under 
the carpet, no threat of prison sentences for best mates or anyone 
else . 

"Apparently, you've been signed up for six or seven years without 
picking yourself an Arch, so one had to be appointed for 
you . " 

"Which would be you." 

"Which would be me." Robert frowns. "Didn't the League get in touch 
with you about this? I'm sure they should have sent you a welcome 
pack or something." 

Aaron does dimly recall a thick envelope arriving week or so back 
that bore the League's logo, but he'd filed it in the bin without 
opening it, just as all their emails go straight to spam. 

"Must have got lost in the post or summat, " he says. 

"Which means that you won't have filled in the proper Guild forms, 
either." Robert sighs heavily. "Look, why don't you come up to Home 
Farm this evening a€" let's say around seven a€" and we can get all 
the paperwork sorted out together. I won't be able to start arching 
officially until we do." 

>-<p> 



><p>-<br>Aaron had fully intended to sack off the meeting with 
Robert, but after digging out his battered copy of the League 
handbook and reading the section on archenemies a€" which states in 
no uncertain terms that his membership would be forfeit should he 
refuse the services of a League-appointed Arch a€" he has a reluctant 
change of heart. 

Robert's 'around seven' was obviously supervillain code for 'seven on 
the dot', because Aaron's twenty-past arrival at Home Farm is met 
with glowering disapproval at the door, and thereafter an offer of a 
drink made through gritted teeth. 

Directed by a brusque hand gesture, he goes through to the living 
room whilst Robert fetches them both beers, and amuses himself as he 
waits by studying the various ornaments and pieces of artwork on 
display . 

Most of them are ugly enough that they must be antiques a€" he can 
think of no reason why anyone would give them house room, otherwise 
a€" and the only thing that holds his interest for more than a split 
second is a photograph in a plain silver frame set on the mantelpiece 
above the fire. 

"My fiancA©e, Chrissie, " Robert explains when he returns with their 
drinks, motioning towards the brunette woman with the neck of one of 
the bottles. "She's a level five supervillain already; probably going 
to make level six by the end of the year. And the old bloke's her 
dad, Lawrence. Level ten. Word is that he'll get a seat on the UK's 
Council of 13 next time one opens up. 

"Supervillainy's just as much the family business as farm 
machinery . " 

"Right, " Aaron says, nodding sagely even though he had had no idea 
that supervillains had levels before now, and still has no idea what 
the Council of 13 may be. It all sounds like nonsense. "And the kid? 
What level is he?" 

"Lachlan? He hasn't joined the Guild yet. He's just freelance weird. 
Okay" a€" Robert presses a bottle into Aaron's hand then starts to 
head back towards the door a€" "you take this and sit yourself down. 
I'll go and get your file." 

He reappears a moment later clutching a thick ring binder that he 
lays out open on the coffee table before joining Aaron on the sofa. 
"The Guild's really old fashioned," he says. "They insist 
everything's still got to be done on paper." 

The first page in the binder is topped by a picture of Aaron; a 
headshot that he doesn't recall having been taken. It looks recent, 
even though he's never supplied a new one to the League to replace 
the original taken when he joined up at seventeen. 

Beneath the picture is a list which outlines his vital statistics, 
which Robert reads aloud for him to confirm a€" date of birth, 
height, and a weight that is scarily accurate, down to the last pound 
a€" and following that, his superhero attributes. 



"No powers?" Robert asks when he reaches them. 


Aaron shakes his head. 

"No costume?" 

And again. 

"No secret base?" 

And one last time. 

Robert looks crestfallen. "I don't suppose you've picked up a 
sidekick in the last few years, have you?" 

"No," Aaron says. "There is a bloke over in Robblesfield who's got 
all that crap if you're into it. Cape, boy ward, powers an' 
all . " 

"What sort of powers?" Robert asks, perking up a little. 

"He can float rocks, I think." 

"And then what does he do with them?" 

"I don't know." Aaron shrugs. "Chucks them at people, I 
guess ? " 

Robert deflates once more. "In that case, I think I'll stick with 
you. So," he says, turning to the next page, "it's a standard Guild 
contract: no lethal weapons, no endangering each other's family 
members, proportionate violence, et cetera, et 
cetera . " 

"Proportionate violence?" Aaron asks. 

"Well, seeing as though we're both level ones so it'll be nothing 
more than mild peril. I'll probably just tie you up every now and 
again." Robert's eyes meander down Aaron's body, and then take the 
scenic route back to his face again. "Threaten you a little." 

Heat rushes to Aaron's cheeks, his throat scorching bone dry. 
"Right," he rasps out distractedly. "Sounds great." 

"Glad you think so," Robert says, giving him a bright, sunny grin. 
"All you have to do is sign here..." 

He hands Aaron a pen, turns to another page in the binder, and Aaron 
scribbles his signature on the dotted line there, equally as 
distractedly . 

"Good," Robert says. "Now everything's official." He holds out his 
hand to shake. It engulfs Aaron's own. "I look forward to working 
with you, Aaron." 


2 . Chapter 2 

Robert insists, rather vehemently, on taking Aaron on a tour of the 
house before he leaves, and Aaron resigns himself to being dragged 



from oversized room to oversized room to pretend admiration for yet 
more unsightly artwork and wallpaper that cost umpteen hundred pounds 
a roll. 

But, instead, Robert merely gestures somewhat dismissively towards 
every doorway they pass a€" "Kitchen, second reception, bedroom, 
bedroom, bedroom." a€" until they reach Lawrence's study. 

It's a light, airy room, sparsely furnished with sleek, modern 
furniture. The dark wooden bookcase that stretches floor to ceiling 
across the entire length of the back wall behind the glass and chrome 
desk looks distinctly out of place. 

Robert beckons Aaron towards it. "The old man's a traditionalist," he 
says, skimming his fingers across the top of the books on the third 
shelf until he reaches a dusty, leather-bound copy of _Paradise 
Los_t. "And about as subtle as a brick." 

He tips the book forward and the bookshelf slides back with a 
pneumatic hiss, revealing the top of a concrete spiral staircase 
beyond . 

"Come on," Robert says, waving Aaron on again. "I'll show you where 
the magic happens." 

He leads Aaron down the stairs and out into a long corridor starkly 
lit by buzzing fluorescent lights recessed into the white ceiling 
high overhead. The tiles underfoot are gunmetal grey, the walls 
painted institutional green, and there doesn't appear to be anything 
even remotely magical about it on first glance. It looks like a 
hospital wing, albeit possibly an evil hospital wing, given the 
circumst ances . 

"Okay, so we'll start with the team room," Robert says, "where 
Lawrence's minions take their breaks." 

He opens the first brushed metal door on their left onto a small, 
windowless room containing a short kitchen counter equipped with a 
sink, microwave and kettle, and two sagging brown sofas with balding 
upholstery, one of which is occupied by a hulking behemoth of a man 
with a face like a bulldog chewing an entire colony of wasps, who is 
stolidly munching his way through a packet of cheese and onion 
crisps . 

He drops the packet onto the rubbish strewn table in front of him 
when Robert approaches, then springs to his feet and fumbles out a 
slightly sloppy salute. "Sir." He eyes Aaron suspiciously. 

"And. . . ?" 

"This is Aaron," Robert drops into that expectant pause. "I'm going 
to be arching him once the paperwork goes through. Aaron, this is 
Chris. Or, as Lawrence calls him. Number Five." 

"Actually, it's Number Four now," Chris says, blushing and bashful; a 
thoroughly disconcert ing and incongruous expression on six foot six 
lump of solid muscle. "Mark ended up in traction after our last run 
in with The Annihilator. He's going to be out of action for at least 
a year . " 

"That's terrible," Robert says, but he doesn't look particularly 



concerned and there's a hesitant quality to the words, a slight 
questioning intonation, that suggests he doesn't particularly believe 
in the truth of them. That he's hedging his bets, and unwilling to 
commit himself to any particular reaction to the news until Chris has 
revealed his own. 

"Yeah, it is, but..." Chris' blush deepens. "I couldn't turn down the 
promotion, could I? It's a five percent pay rise and an extra day's 
holiday a year . " 

"Of course you couldn't," Robert assures him. "I guess 
congratulations are in order, then." 

He shakes Chris' hand, and then Chris shakes Aaron's as they make 
their farewells, grinding Aaron's knuckles until they creak under the 
strain . 

"Nice to have met you, mate, " he says, sounding sincere enough that 
the sentiment actually seems genuine. "No doubt we'll be seeing a lot 
of each other in the future." 

That, however, sounds like a threat. 

Robert inclines his head towards Aaron's as they leave the room, says 
in a whisper, "Each one of Lawrence's minions is equipped with a 
shock baton, stab vest, tranquiliser dart gun, and about enough 
brains to fill an eggcup. They're all vicious, though. Highly 
trained. Except he'll have to recruit a new Number Ten now, so 
they'll be the weak link for a while." 

Their next stop takes them to two wide, rectangular windows set into 
the corridor wall a€" one-way mirrors, Robert informs him a€" which 
overlook two perfectly white square rooms, both of which are empty 
save for a set of manacles hanging down from the ceiling and, even 
more worryingly, a drain in the centre of the floor. 

"Interrogation rooms," Robert says. "Sound-proofed. Their doors can 
only be opened from the central control room." 

After that, he shows Aaron an emergency escape hatch partially hidden 
beneath a brown-leaved and despondently drooping potted plant, then 
takes pains to point out that the grate opposite is only very loosely 
affixed to the wall and leads to some extremely spacious ductwork 
that a man of, oh, around Aaron's height, could feasibly crawl 
through and out to the vent behind the garage, if the need ever 
arose . 

This information, coupled with Robert's unasked-for and unnecessarily 
detailed account of Lawrence's minions' equipment and combat 
readiness, seems to add up to a conclusion that Aaron finds a little 
baffling . 

"Why are you telling me all this?" he asks. "Giving away your trade 
secrets? It almost sounds as though you'd _want_ me to be able to 
escape if I ever got myself locked up down here." 

"Well, I'd definitely want you to have a fighting chance of 
escaping," Robert says. "I'd have to let you go eventually, either 
way, and it's all just part of the game." 



"This is a game to you?" 

"What else could it be to _any_ of us? But no-one's playing it to 
win. It's just... a complicated system of checks and balances. 
Superheroes are just people at the end of the day. People with 
potentially dangerous powers who think they know what's best for 
everyone. They need someone to challenge them; keep them honest. And 
supervillains need someone who'll keep them contained. 

"None of it's real, but it _works_. " 

"What's any of that got to do with me, though?" Aaron asks. "I don't 
have any powers . " 

"Neither do I," Robert says, shrugging. 

With that, Aaron suddenly realises exactly how woefully short-sighted 
he's been, blithely signing up to have this bloke low-level menace 
him for the foreseeable without knowing the first thing about him. 

"So what about the rest of it? Alias? Costume?" Most importantly: 
"Weapons ? " 

"No alias, no costume, no weapons." Robert grins. "Just me. Don't 
worry, Aaron. We're going to be just fine together. Now, 
onwards . " 

The next room is plain white like the interrogation rooms, but at 
least five times the size and ringed by a semi-circle of black 
leather seats, all facing what looks to be a metal dentist's chair 
with a thick coil of wires snaking out from the back of it. 

There's a scythe-shaped pendulum hanging above it, its razor-sharp 
edges glittering as they catch the light bleeding through the doorway 
from the corridor. 

"I thought you said the Guild didn't use lethal weapons," Aaron 
says . 

"Lawrence arches Power-Man," Robert says. "You know, that guy over in 
Manchester that was bitten by a radioactive alien and it made him 
practically invulnerable. That thing probably just feels like it's 
tickling him. I won't be using it on you." 

They move on then to a study that is a dark mirror to the one 
upstairs, decorated in black and blood red, and dominated by a huge, 
marble-topped desk. There is a single dark metal frame set upon it, 
which houses a picture of a man whom Aaron recognises as Lawrence, 
clinking his glass of champagne against those held by three other, 
bizarrely-dressed men. 

Robert leans over his shoulder and points at the first of them, who 
is dressed in black goggles and an eye-searingly yellow suit. "That's 
The Hornet," he says. "He's basically an evil Ant-Man. Can shrink 
down to the size of an atom, that sort of thing." 

The skinny bloke with the helmet covered in feathers is: "The Shrike. 
He grows metal spikes out of his hands, and, well, you can probably 
guess the rest." 

"And the one with the purple top hat and cape is Baron Mesma. Who's a 



telepath and also not really one of the aristocracy. They're all 
members of the Council of 13." 


Aaron's expression must unwittingly give some indication of his 
ignorance, because Robert then helpfully supplies: "They're the 
leaders of the Guild. Very exclusive club, and the only way in is by 
dead man's shoes. About half of them are immortal, too, so it can be 
a really long wait for a seat." 

He straightens up and away from Aaron, smiles and says, "And this 
concludes today's tour. If you have anya€"" 

"What's behind that?" Aaron asks, nodding his head towards the door 
on the opposite side of the corridor from the study; the only one 
Robert hasn't opened. It appears to be made of thick steel, and is 
covered in various locks, chains, and interlocking gears. There's a 
keypad beside it, and two cameras mounted above it, pointing 
down . 

"No idea," Robert says. "I don't have a high enough clearance to find 
out yet . " 

Robert leads Aaron to the lift at the end of the corridor, and Aaron 
looks back down the impressively long length of it as they're waiting 
for the car to arrive. 

"You've only been living here about a month," he says, "how the hell 
did you get all this built so fast?" 

"Evil never sleeps," Robert says. "And it has fantastic contractors . " 
He chuckles when Aaron looks at him askance, and then admits, "Okay, 
most of the rooms were already here when we moved in. This isn't the 
first time this house has been a supervillain lair, you know." 

The lift moves quickly and eerily silently, and disgorges them in the 
garden before sinking back into the earth again, leaving no sign of 
its presence save a slightly darker ring of grass on the 
lawn . 

Despite having ostensibly finished their tour, there are still a few 
more points of interest that Robert sees fit to draw Aaron's 
attention to as they wander around to the front of the house again: 
the minions' barracks a€" "Steer clear." a€" the kennels a€" "Steer 
_well_ clear." a€" and then finally a large, square pond, bordered by 
granite flags. 

"Lawrence tried filling it with piranhas, " Robert says as they peer 
into the dark, still waters. "The climate didn't agree with them, 
though; they were all belly up the next day. He's decided he's better 
off with koi for the time being." 

"Man-eating koi?" 

"No, just the regular sort. I don't think anyone's managed to 
weaponise koi yet. Lawrence wants to build a lab down by the stables, 
and get his pet mad scientist on the job. We're just waiting for the 
planning permission to go through." 

Robert's fiancA©e intercepts them as they round the corner of the 
house, greeting Aaron with a broad, dazzling smile of what looks to 



be honest delight. 


"Number Four said we had a visitor! You must be The Mechanic." 

Aaron winces at the name. Put on the spot when he signed up and faced 
with what had looked at the time to be acres of blank space beneath 
the heading 'Alias' on the League application, he had simply filled 
it in with the first thing that popped into his head, just to get it 
over and done with. Admittedly, it's not the worst choice he could 
have gone with, but he finds it faintly embarrassing that he has an 
alias, _full stop_, because it makes it seem as though he takes this 
whole thing a lot more seriously than he ever has in actuality. 

He wishes he'd known he could have just stuck with his own name, like 
Robert has . 

"You can call me Aaron," he says. 

"Chrissie, " she says, offering him her hand. Her grip is strong but 
slightly awkward, her fingers encumbered by several rings with huge, 
chunky stones. "Glad to have you joining the team." Her voice drops 
to an undertone that isn't really all that much of one. "Be gentle 
with him. This is his first time arching." Then (fractionally) louder 
again: "You'll have to join us for dinner some time." 

She brushes a kiss against Robert's cheek, exhorts him not to be long 
in following her, and then takes her leave of them with a jangling, 
fluttering wave of her fingers. 

Robert watches her go with what appears to be easy complaisance, but 
after she's disappeared from view and he turns towards Aaron once 
more, his expression pinches anxiously tight. 

"I suggest you take her up on that offer," he says. "She can be 
dangerous, and you don't want to get on her bad side. Oh, and never 
accept a martini from her. Especially not if she's smiling." 

Aaron wouldn't accept a martini from _anyone_ unless all of the other 
alcohol on the planet had spontaneously up and evaporated. "I'll bear 
that in mind," he says. 

"Good." Robert falls silent, staring pensively into the middle 
distance for a moment before rousing himself to add, "I'll let you 
know when I get the final nod from the Guild to start arching you. 
Should take about a week or so, I think." His gaze sharpens when it 
falls on Aaron again and takes another leisurely stroll about his 
person. "If I were you, though, I'd start limbering up for it 
now . " 


3 . Chapter 3 

For the next fortnight, evil stalks unchecked through the streets of 
Emmerdale: nefariously picking up a copy of the _Hotten Courier_ of a 
morning from David's shop; buying Americanos from the cafe; having 
deeply personal arguments with its future sister-in-law in a variety 
of embarrassingly public places. 

Approaching Aaron's table in _The Woolpack_ when he's on his lunch 
break, carrying two pints and wearing a broad, sunny grin. 



Robert sits down in the empty chair opposite Aaron without being 
invited to do so, and then holds one of the glasses out towards him. 
"For you," he says. 

Aaron regards it with suspicion. "It's not poisoned or anything, is 
it?" he asks. "Only I've got to get back to the garage in ten 
minutes, anda€"" 

"No, it's not poisoned," Robert snaps. He sounds honestly offended, 
and his grin fades a little around the edges. 

"Right." Aaron takes the glass but sets it down on the table without 
taking a drink from it. Poisoned or not, he knows his limits. One 
pint in the middle of the work day is pushing at the top end of them 
and he's already had that. "What is it in aid of, then?" 

Robert's smile kicks up a couple of lumens in intensity again. "We're 
celebrating . " 

"We are? Why?" 

"Because, " Robert says, dragging the word out whilst he fishes around 
in his coat pocket, only voicing the final sibilant when he extracts 
his wallet, "the Guild got their arses in gear at last; dotted all 
the i's, crossed all the t's." He draws forth a matte black card, and 
presents it to Aaron with an unnecessarily dramatic flourish of his 
wrist. "We're completely official now." 

"Great, " Aaron says, staring down at the card and failing to muster 
up even a single iota of enthusiasm. 

It's the same size and weight as a credit card, and feels to be made 
of the same sort of material. The front is embossed with the Guild 
logo a€" a red dragon hopping across the top of a globe a€" and the 
back bears a long string of digits that Aaron presumes is Robert's 
Guild membership number, his name, and a telephone number with a 
Leeds area code. 

"The regional Guild headquarters," Robert explains. "In case you have 
any complaints about the service." 

"Is that everything?" Aaron asks, getting out his own wallet and 
tucking the card inside, hidden behind his driving license. "I 
needa€" " 

"Not so fast." Robert grabs at the sleeve of Aaron's hoodie as he 
starts getting to his feet, pulling him back down into his seat 
again. "We need to talk about our upcoming... 
meeting . " 

"Meeting? " 

"For arching, " Robert says in a stagey whisper that carries just as 
well as his normal tone. "I was thinking tomorrow at Home Farm. Is 
two okay with you?" 

"Oh, right." Aaron tries the idea on for size and discovers he quite 
likes the fit of it. He had presumed that he'd have to be on his 
guard at all times against spontaneous outbursts of harassment, but 



it sounds as though this arching rubbish might turn out to be far 
more civilised and less disruptive than he'd been imagining. "I 
didn't realise we'd be making appointments." 

"Normally, we wouldn't, and it's not really proper protocol..." 

Robert leans closer, his voice dropping into a true whisper. "I was 

wondering if you could do me a favour, though. Just this once. 

Lawrence doesn't believe I really have what it takes to be a 
supervillain, and I want to prove him wrong. He'll be there tomorrow, 
and if I put on a good show of arching you first time out, hopefully 
that'll be enough to finally impress him." 

That idea, on the other hand, is distinctly uncomfortable, as Aaron 
doesn't relish the prospect of having an audience for whatever acts 
of bondage and light intimidation Robert might have planned. "And why 
should I do you any favours?" he asks. "I thought we were archenemies 
now? Wasn't that the point of all this?" 

"Well, technically, yes, but... Look, we're going to have to do this 
sooner or later, anyway, and I can tell you're not exactly keen on 

this whole thing. If you do this for me now, I promise I won't arch 

you again for the rest of the year. And I'll owe you one, 
too . " 

Being able to forget about arching and super-anything-ing for a month 
or so is reason enough and more for Aaron. "Fine," he huffs out. "But 
you'd better make it quick, and no funny business." 

"Funny business, " Robert echoes, quirking one eyebrow 
quest ioningly . 

"Ray guns, killer robots..." Aaron flounders slightly, lacking 
further inspiration. He's never been interested enough in the super- 
community to keep up with their preferred methods of doing damage to 
one another. "Supervillain shit." 

Robert smirks at the description. "Like I said before, I don't use 
weapons. It's just going to be you and me." 

"With Lawrence watching on." 

"With Lawrence watching on," Robert concedes. "And it'll be over and 
done with before you know it, trust me." 

Which sounds somewhat ominous, but Aaron doesn't have time to worry 
about that. A quick glance at his phone confirms he's already running 
late. "Okay," he says. "You win. Home Farm, two o'clock." 

This time, when Aaron goes to stand up, Robert doesn't try and stop 
him. He does look a little disappointed, though. 

"Aren't you going to have your beer?" he asks. 

"Wasn't planning on," Aaron says. "I told you I needed to get back to 
work . " 

"Fine," Robert says, "but just so you're aware what you're passing 
up, that's probably the last pint I'm ever going to buy you. We won't 
be able to... fraternise from now on." 



"That's no great loss, is it? We didn't _fraternise_ before, 
either . " 

"True, but we're bound by Guild rules here on in. No talking to each 
other outside the arching." 

For no earthly reason that Aaron can fathom, Robert both looks and 
sounds slightly saddened to be imparting this information, as though 
he expects it to induce something in the way of weeping, wailing, and 
rending of garments at the injustice of it all. 

"Fair enough." Aaron shrugs. "I suppose this means I won't be coming 
around to yours for tea, after all." 

"Oh, no, that invitation still stands," Robert says. "And Chrissie'll 
probably be sending you another for our New Year's party, too. Group 
get-togethers are Guild-sanctioned, it's just one on ones that are 
off the table . " 

It's Aaron's turn to be disappointed. "Fantastic," he says dully. 
"Right, I guess I'll be seeing you tomorrow, then." 

Robert's wide, beaming smile returns, full force. "Can't wait," he 
says . 

>-<p> 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>-<br>There ' s a small crowd gathered outside Home Farm when Aaron 
drives up to it at two o'clock on the dot the next day. Not only 
Robert and the threatened Lawrence, but Chrissie and Lachlan, too, 
and flanking the four of them, Chris and another of Lawrence's 
minions: a woman of similarly gargantuan proportions who looks as 
though she could be Chris' twin. 

It's a far bigger audience than Aaron had been lead to believe would 
be in attendance and had consequently prepared himself to face. He 
eases his foot off his car's accelerator, shifts his hands on the 
steering wheel, and seriously considers turning around and heading 
straight back home again. 

The knowledge that he'd be likely be throwing away his League-issued 
Get Out of Jail Free card if he did so is the only thing that keeps 
him trundling along the final few feet of drive. 

He parks up, takes a moment to breathe deeply and evenly until his 
heart stops feeling like it's about to hammer a hole through his 
ribcage, and then, very reluctantly, steps out of the car. 

Robert immediately ambles over to him, his steps slow and rolling, 
hands thrust deep in his pockets, looking every inch as though he's 
just setting out on a pleasant stroll. 

"Glad you could make it," he calls out. Then, more quietly, adds, 
"There's no need to look so worried. This is going to hurt me much 
more than it's going to hurt you." 

"What is?" 


Robert glances back over his shoulder at the group gathered in front 



of the house. They're far enough away that Aaron can see nothing but 
the faintest smudged brushstroke suggestions of their expressions, 
but he thinks they're all smiling. Chris gives him a thumbs up. 

"The show we're going to put on for them," Robert says. "And it is 
going to be a show. Only pretend. I want it to look as believable as 
possible, though, so..." He studies Aaron with speculatively narrowed 
eyes. "Maybe you could threaten me a little to start with? 'You'll 
never get away with this'? Something like that." 

"No chance, " Aaron says, because amateur dramatics had never been 
part of their agreement. He's no good at them, and he knows he'd feel 
like a complete wanker saying such things, besides. 

"We'll stick to the physical stuff, then." Robert straightens up out 
of his slight slouch, squares his shoulders, and says, "Punch 


He appears serious, determined, but Aaron shakes his head. "I'm not 
going to punch you for no reason." 

"But you do have a reason, Aaron," Robert says. "Because, if you 
don't, you can forget that promise, and I'll arch you every single 
day for the rest of the year, instead. You don't have to do it hard. 

I can just make it _look_ like you did." 

The smirk his mouth settles into is practically begging to be knocked 
from his face, and Aaron's right hand forms a fist seemingly of its 
own volition. 

Although Aaron's involvement with the public work of the League had 
begun and ended with foiling a few muggings, he'd still attended one 
of the classes they'd put on for a couple of years afterwards. It had 
been run by a tiny old man with a face like a desiccated walnut, and 
purported to teach what the League termed 'street fighting', which 
involved some improvised weaponry and dirty tactics, but a great deal 
more in the way of theatricality; something he'd never really 
understood the point of before he heard Robert's explanation of how 
the Guild operated the other day. 

He knows how to pull his punches, and, it seems, Robert knows how to 
take them. 

He rolls his head with the blow, and although Aaron's knuckles brush 
only glancingly against his jaw, Robert still clutches at it like 
it's been shattered, and then staggers back a few steps, onto the 
neatly-trimmed lawn behind him. 

He gives Aaron a sharp grin. Says, "Punch me again." 

Aaron obliges, and again Robert acts as though he's been struck with 
real weight behind it. Clutches, staggers, then holds out a quelling 
hand, palm flattening out against Aaron's chest when he draws 
near . 

He looks across to the house again, swears quietly. "Angle's all 
wrong," he says. "Don't suppose _you_ can see how many minions are 
out front, can you?" 


Aaron tilts his head back. "Two. Chris and Lady-Chris." A flicker of 



movement catches his eye, and he amends that to: "Three. Another 
one's just joined them." 


"And what are they doing?" 

"Waving, I think." 

Robert releases a long, wavering sigh. "Time to shake things up a 
bit, then," he says, curling the fingers splayed across Aaron's 
chest, taking hold of a handful of fabric at the front of his 
shirt . 

He tugs Aaron forwards with a sudden jerk of his arm, and then just 
as quickly pushes him back, catching Aaron off-balance. He stumbles, 
reflexively catching hold of Robert's shoulders to steady himself, 
but a fraction too slow to keep himself from falling, and he topples 
back, pulling Robert after him. 

He hits the ground heavily enough to knock the air out of his lungs, 
and Robert's breath is stuttering too, albeit for entirely different 
reasons. The bastard's _laughing_, and as soon as bright blooms of 
concussed colour have stopped blossoming across the front of Aaron's 
eyes, he shoves him hard. 

Aaron tries to scramble to his feet, but Robert grabs at his trouser 
leg and hauls him back down. 

There then follows one of the strangest fights Aaron has ever been 
involved in. Robert doesn't even try to hit him, just carries on 
shoving, grappling and pulling; his only objective, apparently, to 
keep Aaron from standing again. 

And because he doesn't attempt to land a single punch, Aaron doesn't 
either. He has no idea _why_, as the only result is that the whole 
stupid farce is dragged out for far, far longer that it needs to be, 
until they're both panting, dripping with sweat, and Robert's once 
pristine white shirt has turned an almost uniform mud brown. 

Then something trills from the depths of Robert's jacket pocket. It 
sounds like a text alert, and Robert holds up one finger, a clear 
signal that he wants Aaron to stop for a moment so he can fucking 
_check on it_. 

Aaron, who is crouched above him clasping a lump of turf that he'd 
been quite prepared and willing to force-feed Robert in the next 
moment, rocks back on his haunches, scowls down at him, and says, 
"Can't that wait? We're sort of in the middle of something here, 
aren't we?" 

"Afraid not," Robert says, smirking once more. "Sorry, I didn't 
realise you were enjoying yourself so much." 

"I'm not," Aaron says, and he _isn't_. He'd just allowed himself to 
get carried away with the momentum of whatever the fuck it was they 
were doing. He hurriedly opens up his hand and lets the turf-lump 
fall. "Carry on, then." 

Robert takes something out of his pocket, but it's not his mobile. 
It's a small black cube, which fits neatly into the centre of his 
cupped palm. All of its visible sides are blank, save the topmost 



one, upon which a blue light is flashing. 


"What the fuck's that?" Aaron asks. 

"Good news," Robert says. "Well, good for me. Not so good for you. 
He smiles ruefully. "I'm sorry, Aaron. I promise this won't 
hurt . " 

Before Aaron can react, or even finish processing what he's just 
said, Robert reaches up and presses the cube to Aaron's left 
temple . 

The blue light flares outward for an instant, and then everything 
goes black. 


End 
f lie . 



